The editors of the journal describe why they and the publisher decided to start the journal, and what they hope it will accomplish.
When embarking on such an uncertain project as the creation of a new journal in what is not exactly a recognized academic field -a print journal, no less, for the discussion of systems for electronic text markup -it is difficult to avoid the temptation to explain the rationale and goals of the journal. We have neither avoided nor attempted to resist that temptation, and this essay is the result of our surrender to it.
Why a new journal, on this subject matter, now?
In the past few years, the steady trickle of work on the theory and practice of marking up texts for machine processing has become a stream, and then a river, and now looks likely to take on torrential proportions. Generic markup, especially in the form of HTML, has become ubiquitous -or, at least, about as widespread as the Internet itself: though not quite truly ubiquitous even in the most highly developed countries, the Net and HTML are much more widespread than any computer system has ever been before. SGML, the formalism underlying HTML, and XML, the little brother of SGML, are being used in a wide variety of environments to encode information destined for distribution in print, in electronic form, in Braille, and by voice synthesis. They are used to drive processes and load databases; they form the core of many new proposals for inter-program communication and data interchange. And they are being adapted for use in contexts very different from the context in which they were originally developed.
Markup languages are, it is now seen, a key to the definition of software interfaces for data with complex internal structure. Defining those interfaces explicitly is the key ingredient of standards, specifications, and common practices aimed at interoperability of software and reusability of data. Open, publicly defined standards for data interchange formats are a key to protecting investment in electronic information; more and more organizations and individuals are realizing that relying on proprietary standards for critical data means, effectively, losing the ownership of one's information. As computer networks make standard interfaces and interoperability more important, markup languages and other formalisms for defining data formats and interfaces are becoming more important, too.
But the work in this field has not been widely disseminated or centrally collected. Some work has been published in journals of computer science, but has generally escaped the notice of most practitioners in the field, whether end users or consultants. Some work has been published in the journals of various disciplines -and been invisible to all but the readers of those specialized journals. The large majority of work has been made public not at all, or made public only through talks at conferences -but the written record of many of the conferences in this field is unreliable: for some conferences, attendees have received copies of the slides used in the presentations (of some speakers); in others, the speakers' handouts have been gathered into conference books; in a few, the papers themselves have been reproduced in printed and/or electronic proceedings. In most cases, the handouts and proceedings have been ephemeral, unavailable as little as a year after the conference.
In Markup Languages: Theory & Practice, we hope to provide a more permanent record for the field. The journal will be a place for those working in the field to describe the latest developments in markup theory, to boast about successful projects (or draw lessons from failures), and inform the user community about progress in creating or revising standards and tools for use with markup.
The scope of the journal (see appendix) is wide enough to include current and future markup applications but is designed to limit the subject scope sufficiently to make the journal coherent. As may be seen, the journal is not limited to SGML and XML and their applications, though we believe them to be markup languages of considerable interest. SGML was not the first, and XML is unlikely to be the last, language of their kind; we hope this journal will prove a useful forum for discussions of design and implementation issues relating to markup languages present, past, and future.
We hope Markup Languages: Theory & Practice will be equally hospitable to articles on theory and articles on practice. In the field of markup languages, theoretical questions may have immediate and obvious practical implications, and practical problems often raise profound and important theoretical issues. The best theorists continually learn from practical experience; the best implementers realize that there is "nothing so practical as a good theory"
1 .
Not every reader will find every article equally interesting, or equally accessible, but we intend to address a broad range of interests and readers in each issue. Articles on theoretical questions and other similar topics (whether formal language theory or the philosophy of markup) help keep the field moving forward; case studies and articles on best practice help keep firm ground beneath our feet.
Markup Languages: Theory & Practice will include material of a variety of categories, including:
articles: especially on theoretical and practical aspects of markup or markup usage announcements: describing events or activities, especially future events likely to be of interest to our readers commentary and opinion: essays, such as this one, consisting primarily of the authors' opinions practice notes: discussions of common practice, suggestions for improved standard practice, or comparisons of methods for achieving similar goals project reports: descriptions of a project or application reviews: discussion and description of books, software, web sites, etc. that may take the form of essays, short narrative reviews, or annotated tables of contents. squibs: short (from one to a few pages) statements of fact, descriptions of problems, or anecdotes standards reports: discussions of any of the ever growing set of standards relating to markup We will practice what we preach
One way we hope to keep the ground beneath our feet is by practicing what we preach. Authors are encouraged to submit their articles in SGML, using the document type definition developed for this journal. From the marked up text, we prepare anonymized versions of the articles for review (reviewers can get the articles in the full SGML form or in HTML derived automatically from the submitted paper). Changes are made to the SGML form of the article, until at the appointed time the SGML is delivered to the typesetter, who sets pages directly from the SGML. Since the DTD we are using has been designed for XML compatibility, the term XML could be substituted for SGML in this description; for purposes of journal production, there is no important distinction between SGML and XML. The journal has been conceived as a print journal. In part this is because libraries, as well as the promotion policies at academic and other institutions, continue to be basically print-oriented even after the sudden advent of the World Wide Web, but mostly it is because we think that in the current state of the world our authors and readers themselves will be better served by print publication than by purely electronic delivery. The printed issues will be accompanied, however, by supplementary materials on the journal's Web site (http://mitpress. mit.edu/MLANG). We will also use the Web site for discussion of the journal in general and of articles published in the journal. Letters to the editor and responses to them will be published only on the Web site. We welcome readers' suggestions on improving the journal and questions and comments about articles.
We are grateful to many people
In the course of developing this new journal, the editors have consulted with many friends and colleagues who have given substantial time and energy to helping the project take shape; we have incorporated many of their suggestions into the plans for the journal. In particular, we should thank Janet Fisher of the MIT Press for her encouragement and sound advice, and Stephanie Simon for the cover and page design. As editors-to-be we have drawn inspiration from the examples of many existing journals, and from the useful catalogues of deadly sins and cardinal virtues in journal publishing compiled by Geoffrey Pullum in his essays "Stalking the perfect journal", "Punctuation and human freedom", and "Seven deadly sins in journal publishing" [Pullum, Eskimo Vocabulary Hoax] . We also thank Evan Owens for invaluable advice and encouragement when Markup Languages was more an idea than a project, and Carl Harris of Kluwer Academic for convincing us that this was an idea whose time had come.
We hope that Markup Languages: Theory & Practice will provide a useful tool in the hands of those working with markup, a forum for reporting new results or experience with tools, a source to consult when trying to ascertain the current state of the art, and a voice for the community of users and developers.
But most of all, we hope it will be as interesting for you to read as it is for us to build. Good reading to you! • Uses of markup for printing, hypertext, electronic display, content analysis, information reuse and repurposing, search and retrieval, and interchange; • Shared applications of markup languages (e.g.; development of XML application for medical records, SGML application for semiconductor documents, redesign and popularization of EDI through use of XML syntax); • Experiences with markup languages (e.g. case studies); • Relation of document markup to information modeling, database design, and similar topics; • Reviews of books and software; and • Techniques and methodologies for developing markup languages, applications of markup languages, marked up text, and uses of marked up text such as electronic browsers and print applications.
The following topics, while important and related to markup languages, are out of scope for Markup Languages:
• Graphics, motion pictures, and other non-textual audiovisual materials (except as they relate to other items clearly in scope); and • Results in specific subject areas, as opposed to markup for those subject areas.
For example, articles on the markup of mathematics for print, manipulation, or reuse are in scope. Articles on markup for linguistic, historical, literary, philosophical, sociological, or other analysis are in scope. Articles about mathematics, linguistics, history, literature, philosophy, or sociology per se are out of scope.
